GEORGE DUTTON'S COUNTRY: PORTRAIT OF AN
ABORIGINAL DROVER* Jeremy Beckett I first met George Dutton in the winter of 1957. I had come to the little town of Wilcannia, on the Darling River, in the course of a study of part-Aborigines in the far west of New South Wales. My assignment was to investigate their place in 'outback' Australian society. I had not inten ded to search for remnants of the indigenous culture; indeed, my advisers had led me to believe there would be none. But I found that there were a dozen old men and a few women who had been initiated, and I was soon devoting a part of my time to working with those who were ready and articulate enough to tell me something about the 'dark people's rules'. It was frustrating, time-consuming work, and I might not have attempted it had it not given me an occasion for being amongst Aborigines who were suspicious and more or less uncomprehending of my interest in their present-day affairs. I found, moreover, that it provided the basis for a closer relationship than I could achieve with any of the younger generation.
I had already heard of George Dutton when I was working on the Lachlan. When I came to Wilcannia everyone agreed that he was the man to see: 'He knew forty lingos!' They directed me to the outskirts of town where a score or so of scrap iron humpies stood scattered in the salt bush and mallee scrub. Some youths in cowboy hats and highheeled boots led me past the wrecked cars, over the broken glass and rusty tins, to a rough single-room shanty, just big enough for the two beds in which he, his small son and two daughters slept. Dutton was sitting outside playing cards, a tall emaciated half caste of about seventy, his long, sallow face sunken with the loss of his teeth, under his broad brimmed stockman's hat. I stated my business, but he was unresponsive, saying he might come and see me tomorrow. *This is a much revised and expanded version of an earlier piece (Beckett 1958) . I carried out the initial research as a Goldsmiths Company Travelling Scholar. Later visits were funded by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies. I would like to acknowledge a particular debt to Professor Russell Ward who, at the beginning of the project, showed me the manuscript of his Australian Legend (1962). Without it I should have had little understanding of outback history, or the Aborigines' marginal situation in the rural working class. I must also thank Dr Luise Hercus for com ments on this piece and for allowing me to use some of her material. Last but not least, I must thank Myles Lalor, whose letters kept me in touch with George Dutton while I was overseas, and who spent many evenings talking over our old friend's career.
I felt I had been fobbed off, but he came. He explained th a t he w asn't going to talk in front o f the young people because they only m ade fun of the old ways. He dictated a few m yths and then drifted aw'ay to a poker school. R ather to m y surprise, he d id n 't ask me for any m oney or even seem to expect paym ent. But I had to pursue him to get m ore. It took some tim e to convince him th a t I w anted m ore than the few folk tales th at had proved enough to satisfy the tourists he had m et before. Per haps also it took tim e for him to marshal the knowledge th a t had lain so long untapped. I kep t o ff ritual, having found o th er old m en very reti cent on the subject. A t last one day, when we were drinking in the hotel, I asked him w hether he had been 'through the rules', w hich was th e way Aborigines in these parts described initiation. He answ ered non-com m itally, as I feared he w ould. But when we stopped by the lavatory on th e way out he show ed me th a t he had been circumcised. He th e n gave me a detailed account of th e young m en's initiation, though it was som e time before he w ould discuss the higher rites.
As tim e w ent on, the character o f our work changed. I was still eager to learn w hat I could ab out tribes th at had gone undescribed, b u t I was becoming interested in the m an him self and ready to let him tak e his own course. The culture was dead, b u t its exponent was alive and access ible. Much o f his talk was about the country which he knew b o th in its m ythological associations and as a drover. I had to send fo r large-scale maps to follow the tracks th a t the dream -tim e heroes -th e muras -and he had follow ed. In the arid back country, both A boriginal and stockm an m ust be able to recognize landm arks which to o th ers seem non descript, and they travel slowly enough for each feature to m ake its impression on them . I have heard drovers in bars rehearsing each step of a route, rem em bering w hat had happened here and there along th e way, as though they w ere A borigines 'singing the c o u n try '. The country' provi ded the link betw een George D u tto n 's life as a stockm an in w hite society and his life as an initiated m an in black society. For him at least it seems to have m ediated the conflict betw een the two worlds. G eorge's co u n try was n o t Wilcannia but the 'C o m e r', th e arid country to the north-w est where the three States m eet. He had n o t been there for some years and we were soon seized with the idea th a t he should 'show me th e c o u n try '. He also had the notion th at we should find opals at the end o f som e mura track , since the old people used to say th a t opal was m ura's blood. U nfo rtu n ately I had no car. We m anaged to get a lift as far as T ibooburra the following January, b u t th a t was as far as we could go. Even so, the trip was worthwhile. We saw a few of the places th a t had been no m ore th an names till then. A nd tho u g h m any old tim ers were dead, while others had left in the general d rift from the region, there were still a few o f George's generation w ith w hom I could hear him rem inisce and talk m yself. It was not until several years later th at the A ustralian In stitu te o f Aboriginal Studies provided m e w ith a land-rover to go up to Cooper's Creek. George was in his eighties by then and frail. I was half-joking when I asked him if he was coming. 'By Jesus Christ, I'm coming!' And he persuaded his youngest son to join us. Despite his enthusiasm, he found the heat and the journey gruel ling. With his failing sight he could barely recognize the drought-ravaged country he had not seen for forty years. At Innamincka Station there was not one Aboriginal where once there had been hundreds.
After 1958 I was caught up in other work and able to make only brief and infrequent visits to the far west, in 1961, 1964, 1965 and finally, in 1967 . One by one the old people died, and each time I left him wonder ing whether I would see him again; but each time I came back he was there, thinner, coughing more and seeing less, but mentally alert as ever. His friend, Myles Lalor, who had droved through the same country and who took down many of his letters, predicted in 1964 that we wouldn't have the old man with us much longer; later he said, 'He's nearly died a dozen times but he won't give up'. George never lost his zest for the old stories, especially when he was recording them on tape. He was by now a seasoned informant, working with N.W.G. Macintosh, Stephen Wurm and Luise Hercus.1 In 1968 I sent Harry Allen, a prehistorian, to see him, but this time it was too late. He was too ill, though he dictated a short letter: 'Me and Harry can't do much here now. I can't get around to help him along, but I'll send him a word when I get strong...'. He died in November of the same year, the last initiated man in the far west.
I found the same restlessness and love of travel among other Abori gines of George's generation, though none had travelled so widely as he. This does not, of course, support the notorious 'walkabout' myth. They had not grown up as hunter-gatherers, and I doubt whether they were much more peripatetic than white pastoral workers, whom Anthony Trollope had earlier called the 'nomad tribe'.2 Though the white settlers exploited the country in ways unlike their Aboriginal predecessors, they nevertheless reproduced the conditions for nomadism, at least among the proletariat. The prevalence of seasonal and contract work, the need to drive stock across vast distances, the monotony of life on remote stations and the shortage of women, were all conducive to moving on. And the way of life acquired for some at least a certain glamour. There are Australian folk songs that are little more than lists of places where shearers have shorn or drovers have travelled.3 These conditions survive today only in the remotest areas, but they were still active when Dutton was a young man. Aborigines, in addition, had to cope with periodic official harassment, forcing them to move on or take flight.
More than others, Dutton responded to the combined pressures of white and Aboriginal society in his zest for travel. And in his old age it mattered more to him than it did to others. Once when he was arguing with another man who had misremembered my name, he clinched the matter by saying, 'Dammit, I 've travelled with the bloke!'.
When George Dutton was bom the traditional order still held; but it was breaking up by the time he reached maturity, and the memory of it died with him. Yet he was not a tribal Aboriginal. His parents' genera tion had already made the adaptation to pastoral settlement, grafting the institutions that they valued onto station life. They had, in Elkin's words, '... woven station activity and certain European goods into their social and economic organization and into their psychology without upsetting the fundamentals of their social behaviour or belief '.4 This adaptation appears differently according to whether it is viewed from the settlers' perspective or that of the Aborigines. Elkin sees the Aborigines as pursuing a strategy of 'Intelligent Parasitism'. 5 The term has unfortunate overtones -doubtless unintended -and the notion credits them with more freedom of choice than they necessarily had. They were indeed able to use European resources to underwrite Abori ginal activities, but only because the arrangement suited the settlers.
In terms of the wider system we have what may be called internal colonialism, a regime that preserves traditional institutions in order to maintain a supply of cheap labour. 6 The pastoral industry, in New South Wales as elsewhere, could not have survived recurrent droughts, recessions and labour shortages without Aboriginal help. Many stations supported permanent communities so as to be assured of a supply of cheap but skilled labour that could be taken on and laid off at will. Aboriginal women, for their part, provided domestic labour and sexual release for the solitary males who made up the white work force. Thus the pastoralists had nothing to gain and something to lose by disrupting their peons' ties to community and country, or teaching them the virtues of mono gamy and thrift. Cultural difference obscured and legitimized exploi tation; but at the same time it assured Aborigines of an area of auto nomy.
When the modus vivendi broke down D utton's people moved into the phase which Elkin has called 'Pauperism'. 7 This refers to an indigence that is as much cultural as economic, a net loss of material and mental things, and a life that is wholly mundane. Also lost are the occasions for self-determination. Until they can reconstruct their identity Aborigines are distinguished from other Australians by external factors: the colour bar and the uninvited attentions of welfare and protection agencies.
The transition is poorly documented and little understood. Ultimately the determining factors are to be found in the white sector, and there are many instances of direct suppression of custom, even of language. But sometimes the agents of destruction have been the Aborigines themselves, responding to diffuse and indirect pressures from within the community, as well as from w ithout.8 Often, as in the far west, the decimation and dispersal of Aboriginal population have been crucial.9 But the dispersal must be understood in terms of changes in the rural economy of the far west, which were themselves reproduced in other parts of Australia. I refer to the subdivision of the large pastoral proper ties and the decline in the proportion of wage labourers to self-employed small-holders. In those parts of northern Australia where population has been neither decimated nor dispersed, and indigenous institutions have not been suppressed, the transition may not take place.
Although many anthropologists have worked among Aborigines at the first stage of integration, few have described them in these terms. Ronald and Catherine Bemdt have given some impression of it in the early pages of their South Australian study1 0 and Mervyn Meggitt has stressed the settlement environment of his Desert People. 1 1 However, W.E.H. Stanner has given it the most direct and vivid treatment in his biography of a Port Keats Aboriginal, Durmugam.12 In the far west of New South Wales the phase had ended at or before 1920 and there was no question of my observing it, but it was the setting for the early years of Dutton and his generation. By the time they were bom Europeans had already settled the land, which may explain why none of them could give me a coherent account of local organization. Theirs was a world of sheep stations, wayside hotels and rare, dusty townships, but also of regulated marriage, bush camps and secret rituals.
During these times Aborigines had the freedom and occasion to travel further afield than their forebears. This increased mobility brought into contact tribes that had hitherto been separate. There were more cups from which to drink even if the contents were somewhat adulterated. The white sector likewise offered new experiences and opportunities, as well as restrictions. Some Aborigines made more of their opportunities than others. The half caste was perhaps better able to penetrate the white sector and, in this part of Australia at least, suffered no disabilities in the Aboriginal community. The names and location of the tribes of the far west are a matter of some confusion. D utton's own account (Map 1) does not coincide exact ly with that obtained by Tindale from field and documentary sources, and there seems to be no way of resolving the differences at this date. However, the general picture is clear enough. The tribes to the east of the Darling were linguistically and culturally homogeneous and may be classified together under the heading of Wiradjeri.13 They do not con cern us here except to note that they differed from the people of the Darling and the country to the north and west, who may be classified as Bagundju. According to Dutton, Bandjigali, Danggali, Bulali, Wiljali, Wiljagali, Wainjubalgu, Barundji and Bagundji proper all spoke variants of the one language. They also employed the same kinship terminology which Elkin recorded under the name Wiljakali.1 4
The people of the 'Comer' -Maliangaba, Wadigali, Gungadidji and Wonggumara, differed again. They are mentioned only in passing by earlier writers and Maliangaba is the only group about which I could obtain much information.15 Though their languages were not like Bagundji, their kinship terminology and social organization were similar. But like the peoples of south-western Queensland and north-eastern South Australia, they practised circumcision and a form of the wiljani rite. Elkin has classified them with these northern and western neigh bours as part of the Lakes G roup,1 6 but since some of the northern members of the Bagundji group also practised a variant of the wiljaru without cicatrizations {jama -i.e. 'clean' -zviljaru) one should be wary of setting up boundaries. Mythical mura tracks run from the Paroo to Lake Frome in South Australia, and from White Cliffs to Bulloo Downs in Queensland. Aborigines around Tibooburra travelled over into South Australia as far as Parachilna for red ochre and exchanged grinding stones with people on the Cooper. Dutton and other informants made little mention of contacts with the Darling River people, but this may have been due to the disrupting and decimating effects of white contact upon the latter, already advanced by the time they were bom.
Hardy17 has documented the settlement of the far west in detail. Europeans began to establish pastoral runs along the Darling early in the 1860s. By the end of the decade the banks of the river had been taken up and newcomers were pressing into the arid areas to the north and west. By 1880 almost all the country to the State borders had been carved up into vast pastoral properties. Wilcannia was a flourishing town of substantial stone buildings, its prosperity based on its situation as a port for the river traffic which linked the region with the coastal cities. But the backcountry stations were so far from such centres that they were obliged to be self-supporting for long periods. Stations that had become established and prosperous employed scores of workers, main taining their own workshops, smithies and store. C.E.W. Bean, who explored the region before the first World War, described such stations as more like villages.18
During the 1880s, discoveries of gold in the Tibooburra area and of opals at White Cliffs created a brief mining boom bringing hundreds of prospectors, Chinese as well as European, into the area. The boom was short lived and towns such as Tibooburra, Milparinka and White Cliffs soon dwindled into tiny centres, serving the vast pastoral hinterland. Only Broken Hill proved to have the deposits to support a large scale permanent mining industry. With its more or less static population of around thirty thousand it has been the region's only city, though one which has offered few openings to Aborigines.
Here as elsewhere, settlement resulted in some violent clashes between white and black. Dutton had heard of several (see below p. 25) and Hardy has found documentation for many more.1 9 The settlers did not go out of their way to publicize such things, but Bean's account of events along the Darling is indicative: 'It did not matter who was shot. Every blackfellow that was killed was considered a pest. He would get you as soon as he possibly could ... . The law at this time could hang a man for killing a blackfellow. But there was nobody to enforce the law if the squatters did not take it into their own hands'.2 0
In the long rim white settlement was incompatible with the Aborigines' hunting and gathering economy. Intensive grazing, interference with water supplies, and the shooting of game undermined the old mode of existence. But the Aborigines had become dependent upon European goods before they lost their access to wild foods. Their eagerness for such things as flour, tea, tobacco and sugar was as intense here as else where, and as potent a source of friction as the conflict over land. In other parts of Australia the economy had no place for Aborigines, but the pastoral industry of the far west could make use of them. By December 1882 the newly-appointed Protector of the Aborigines could report that 'The males are employed by the squatters in the district, bringing in the horses and general knockabout work for which they receive food, clothes and tobacco'.21 Aborigines camped near the home steads, providing a pool of cheap labour which could be tapped as the need arose, and expert knowledge of the country. Aboriginal women worked in the homestead kitchens and became the concubines and casual sexual partners of white men. An old white stockman told me that 'All the jackaroos had two or three gins in those days, and if you looked cross-eyed at them you were sacked on the spot'. One can scarce ly assess the extent of miscegenation at this date. Half castes were a sizeable minority in the Aboriginal population by 1915 (see Appendix 1). Persons with some European ancestry outnumber 'fullbloods' by approximately ten to one in the present population, but often both parents are of mixed descent, and miscegenation seems to have occurred less frequently over the last twenty-five years.
It seems unlikely that the 'station blacks' would have commanded much status or respect in the eyes of white people,2 2 but from their ranks there emerged a new generation -mainly half caste -who were not tied to the one station, but formed part of the region's itinerant proletariat.2 3 They had been reared by their black mothers and ignored by their white fathers; in most cases they had been initiated, but they had acquired the manners and style of the white stockman. This is not to suggest that they became indistinguishable from their white work mates or that they were accepted on terms of equality. It seems unlikely that they could escape the pervasive Australian prejudice against 'mongrelization', but it may be that with enough 'cheek' they could achieve acceptance in the egalitarian setting of the roadside hotel and the stock man's camp. In Tom Collins' Such is Life, a novel set in the western New South Wales of the 1880s, the half caste is a sturdy fellow, as cap able as any of treating his employer with cool insolence.24 Neither employers nor workers confined Aborigines to any particular class of occupation. In 1911, Bean wrote:
... the Australian worker of his own accord regularly recognizes his obligation to the blacks, drawing a firm distinction between him and other dark-skinned people. Shearers who will not work beside a Hindoo or American negro, will work readily with an Australian black or a New Zealand Maori.2 5 The New South Wales Rural Workers Accommodation A c t of 1926, section 16 (I)(g), required separate accommodation for Asiatics and Pacific Islanders, but not for Aborigines. The old practice of serving Aborigines their meals 'on the woodheap' instead of in the men's huts had gone by the time Dutton began working, though it persisted up in Queensland.2 6
By the 1880s, white population had increased and black population had declined to the point where Aborigines were no longer a numerical threat. There is no way of estimating the Aboriginal population before contact, but the first police enum eration for the P ro tecto r in 1882 reported a m ere 5 61, including tw enty-eight half castes, from the Darling to the Q ueensland and S o u th Australian borders (see A ppendix 1). Even allowing for som e om issions, notably in th e Paroo area, the figure could scarcely have exceeded seven hundred, which was less th an the p o p u la tion of W ilcannia alone. It seem s safe to conclude th a t bullets and disease had already accounted for m an y , and the decline continued as A ppendix 1 shows. But for the m o m en t the survivors were still able to hold cere monies and m arry according to the old rules. It was into this w orld th at George D u tto n was b o m .
D utton was b o m on Y ancannia S tation some tim e during the 1880s. Yancannia, situated ab o u t fifty miles n o rth of W hite Cliffs, was one o f the first stations to be established in this p a rt o f the co u n try . Aborigines had attacked it a n um ber o f tim es in earlier years2 7 b u t now all was quiet. His fath er, after w hom he was nam ed, was a w hite stockm an, his m other Aboriginal. This was his ed u cation during the next few years as he travelled about the country w ith his step-father who taught him all he knew. The old m an was a M aliangaba. G eorge's m other had been a W onggum ara, b u t he himself was Bandjigali, because he was b o m in Bandjigali co untry. Tribal boundaries did n o t restrict their travels 'for pleasure', b u t T ib o o burra, M ilparinka and Y ancannia were the main centres. T he station was his father's place o f w ork and the two tow nships were in his fa th e r's tribal country. It was here, w hen he was about sixteen, th a t he w ent through the milia circum cision cerem ony.
They were chasing me for a year before they got m e. I was keeping away from them , w orking dow n at Connulpie. Som eone cam e and said: "Your father wants to see you. He's in Milparinka" . When I came there they were holding a big meeting in a bam. I ran outside. "Don't try those bloody capers on me" , I said. They told me not to worry. My father said, " Let's go down to Mt Brown". We set off, but there was a big mob following behind us. "What's happening?" , I said. "They're going to put me through". "No" , he said, "Don't worry, it isn't for you. You'll be dalara, you'll have to go back to Yancannia for that" . 2 8 We camped and the other mob came up and joined us. The next morning they started a game of gudjara [played with throw ing sticks] and every now and then someone would make a grab at me, but I was too bloody quick. "Don't try these capers on me" , I said. There was another young feller, about sixteen, they were going to put through with me. I said to him, "Let's get away". We sneaked off early the next morning, but they followed us. "Where are you going?", they said. "Rabbiting", we said -of course we weren't. "You better come back, your father's sick", they said. We came back. My father was lying down and the doctor, the old clever man, was sucking things out of him. It was only a trick, he wasn't sick really. "I'd like you to go through while I'm alive" , he said. Then my malandji [a male cross cousin who serves as the guardian during the ceremony] said, "You ought to go through the rules. I've been through". So I agreed. But they kept us there two months till a mob came down from Queensland. I have published D utton's account of the milia elsewhere2 9 and I shall not repeat it here. As he described it, it was a solemn affair but revealed no mysteries. There was no attempt to terrorize the neophytes and the operation was painless.
When the two boys were released from their seclusion and had gone through the final rites, they set off for Queensland with some Wonggumara and Gungadidji friends. Years later the old man showed me the spot where they had been surprised by a station owner, eating one of his sheep.
I travelled from Cobham Lake right up through Milparinka, Tibooburra, Nerialco. We stopped off at the stations on the way. We were going up to Conbar where they were going to put a Bundamara boy through. It was like showing you .how to circumcise so you can get your own back. They compel you to go. When we got up there they had him caught and everything. That night they had the singsong. They speeded things up. We sang the milia all night and put the feller through. We came home then, stopping round Nockatunga for a few 28 D utton's stepfather meant that he would be put through the Bandjigali initiation which, like that of the Darling River Aborigines, involved tooth avulsion and hair depilation. Dutton subsequently participated in these rites as an initiated man and recorded the songs for me. 29 Beckett 1968. weeks.3 0 They had a big corroboree there. Then my mate got a job there. They asked me to take two hundred head of goats from Noccundra to Windorah... . In these last few sentences we have foreshadowed the pattern of George Dutton's career for the next twenty-five years. He went through the milia around the turn of the century and from then until the 1920s he roamed far and wide, droving and participating in the ceremonies of the various tribes he encountered. Early in our acquaintance he insisted on my taking down a list of the places he had gone, the names of his employers and the work he had done. He dictated without a pause and had evidently worked it all out at some time. His account is interesting to follow with the assistance of Map 2.
I was working on Cobham Lake one time. , working still as a drover but mostly within a 150 mile radius of Wilcannia, which presently became his home. Apart from his one visit to the coast at Adelaide, George D utton's country could be roughly bounded by the Flinders Range in the west, the Channel Country in the north, and the Paroo in the east, with the southern boun dary running through Wilcannia and Broken Hill. This is all more or less desert country in which the oases are rare stations and even rarer town ships, like Birdsville, Farina, Maree and Windorah. Broken Hill is the metropolis, but for stockmen a place of transit. Many of the stations named were Kidman property at some time, though Dutton never encountered him.3 3 For much of the time he was working the droving routes, sometimes called the 'Y', which linked the relatively lush but isolated Channel Country with the rail heads at Maree and Broken Hill.
It would seem that Dutton had no lack of employers, and his white contemporaries remembered him as a 'smart man', which is to say, skilled in his handling of horses and stock. He was 'flash' too, with his clothes made to measure for him in Broken Hill and long necked spurs. He worked with Aborigines, Afghans and whites. A.C. McDonald gave him a state school boy to 'train up' for a while. He claimed to have had a short spell as a head stockman somewhere, and when a white worker refused to take orders from him the boss backed him up. He addressed the station owners as 'Mister', but this seems to have been the general practice at that time34 and it didn't stop him from answering them back: A.C. McDonald was a good old fellow, but I had a barney with him once. I'd just unyoked the bullocks for the night when he came and asked me why I was camping there. "I 'm the bullock driver", I said. "Don't give me any of that talk", he said. I told him to go and get fucked and left him the next day, but we made it up later. He left Albert Hebsworth and me two blood horses, but we missed out, someone burned the letter. It does not seem that Dutton made any lasting friendships among his white work mates. But during the years that I knew him, I never saw him more at ease than when he was among his old droving associates. Late in the evening when he had become a little drunk, he prefaced a contradictory remark with, 'Well, I'm only a poor old blackfeller, but...', to be reassured with, 'Y ou're white enough for us, George'. But there were whites who would 'call your colour' in the hope of starting a fight. George recalled several such incidents, though he said he had never been directly involved. He said that on some Queensland stations they tried to give him his meals 'on the woodheap' with the local blacks: 'I told them if I wasn't good enough to eat inside I wasn't good enough to work on the place'. Initially he told me that he had gained his point, but years later implied that he had walked out. D utton's travels, though usually prompted and directed by his partici pation in the pastoral industry, had a dual character. The routes he followed as a drover were often those travelled by the muras, who had created the waterholes at which he watered his stock. The stations where he worked often had Aboriginal camps where he heard new languages and saw new ceremonies. T saw corroborees at Innamincka, Durham Downs, Cobham Lake. I started learning then. Only after I came back I started to learn our own stories'. In 1965 Luise Hercus met a Point McLeay man who remembered George Dutton, and said that he was a 'special mate' of Albert Karloan. Ronald and Catherine Bemdt later used Albert Karloan as their principal informant, writing down the same myth3 4 that Dutton had heard years before and remembered ever after.3 5 But it was his time in the northern Flinders Ranges that seems to have been the high point of his career: 
When I went down to New Well [on Stuart's Creek Station, near
Finniss Springs] among the Arabanna mob, they asked me if I was a wiljaru. "No", I said. "Have you been through the first rule?" "Yes". I told them my father and all my people were wiljarus and I had to go through then. They offered me a wife, wanted me to marry bad, but I didn't want to. I didn't want to marry from a strange country. Too far away. Too far for me to take her back to her own country to see her relations. Although he used to say, 'Where I put my hat down, that's home', Dutton, like most of the Aborigines I know, could not consider living away from his own people permanently. Perhaps, also, he felt uneasy among strange tribes. He told me grim tales of kadaitcha men in these parts and claimed to have seen a man killed for revealing wiljaru secrets. He was amazed and disgusted to see Arabanna eating fat cut from the chest of a corpse, as part of a funerary rite. And when I asked him about subincision he just laughed and said, 'Bugger that game!' But he stayed long enough to master the language and to learn several of the song cycles, which he could remember more than half a century7 later.
When he was back amongst his own people he found he was a senior man. 'Two or three of my mob saw me lying down with the marks on my back. " He's a wiljaruV' They were pleased then and asked me to come out with them. Then they started singing the song in our way and I started singing the way I was taught'. This was about 1905, when ceremonial activity was drawing to an end in New South Wales with the decline and dispersal of population. The survivors, whether they had been through the milia or dalara, whether they were wiljarus or jama wiljarus, joined together. Which form they followed depended on who was running it. Whether as an innovation or by tradition, if a boy from one tribe was put through the rule of another tribe, the latter must reciprocate at a later date. Dutton thought that the last dalara ceremony had occurred about 1902 and the last milia in New South Wales around 1914. But there were still new cermonies to see up in Queensland and over in South Australia, and he pursued them long after his other coun trymen had given up. Speaking of one he remarked:
Yes, well, poor old bugger, he didn't know anything. He was my countryman too, you know, but he knew bloody nothing, though he was a jama. Now look, I'm the only man in New South Wales -and old Hebsworth that died up there in Bourke -we're two bloody half castes, but we been through more bloody muras than any other man. We went through the milia, through the waradjeri with the Jandruwanda mob; then he went through the maragandi -that was up on Bulloo Downs -and I went through the wiljaru. He beat me by one, and I beat him by one. I t's like that song, "I 've been every where...".
Dutton saw his last ceremony, the dulbiri mura3 6 at Yandama Station in 1925. By 1930 he was the only surviving ritual leader in New South Wales. About this time the Queensland Government removed the Nockatunga Aborigines to a settlement further east, thus depriving the region of one of its main centres. Everywhere the numbers were declining. He knew that somewhere to the west the life was still going, but too far from home where he now had a wife and children. He was married twice:
The first one I was just living with her. I met her at Nerialco. She was a fullblood, had three kids. I went with her about ten years. Reared the three boys -there's one living now up in Queensland. I came down to Gnalta to see my auntie [his m other's sister] : I always had to look after her and give her money. When I got back she had a kid. I said, " Fuck it, the father can have her" . The grandmother was mad after me so I said all right. The man came back, but he said it was all right, he'd had enough. I went up to Nockatunga with this woman. Then I started taking cattle down to Maree. When I came back me and her had an argument -she was a terrible jealous woman, didn't even want me to talk to other men. So I left her and went off to Maree. The 'Spanish Flu' epidemic of 1919 accounted for more lives. When we looked about the old Tibooburra camping ground, now occupied by one old couple, he recalled the two hundred who had lived there in his youth. When old Frank Miller, a Wonggumara, sang a mura, George wept to hear the names of so many who were dead.3 7 But the final dispersal was effected not by natural causes, but by white people. The sub-division of pastoral properties, already begun before the Great War, intensified after it in the soldier settlement programme. The small, family-sized blocks needed few if any permanent workers, and with the hazards of drought and fluctuating prices had neither the need nor the means to support an Aboriginal camp. Yandama Station supported a small community into the 1930s, but in the west, as elsewhere,3 8 the 'station blacks' were becoming fringe dwellers or clients of the Abori gines Protection Board.3 9 Hitherto the Board had left the Aborigines of the far west to the care of the station owners and the police, but it now began to extend the policy of bringing them onto settlements. As the depression set in, Aborigines who had supported themselves all their lives had to go onto the settlements because the agencies distributing unemployment relief considered them the Board's responsibility.
Economic hardships also brought about a deterioration in relations between white and black. In Tibooburra, where the two were about equal in number, tension became apparent in late 1934. A Mr Allan Angell wrote to the local M.L.A. asking whether it was compulsory to admit Aborigines to a registered hall, and to admit Aboriginal children to public school where they would be 'intermixed in classes of white children'.4 0 The enquiry was referred to the Department of Education and the Aborigines Protection Board. The Department replied that Aboriginal children were required to attend school, but added that 'Their attendance at public school with white children is allowed by the department unless objection to their presence is lodged by the parents of the white children'.4 1 Early in 1935 Mrs J. Angell submitted a petition, with seventeen other signatures, requesting the removal of Aboriginal children on the ground that they were physically unfit to sit with white children in a small classroom, being subject to many diseases that whites did not have.4 2 In May the minister approved the removal of all children of Aboriginal descent.4 3 But evidently Mr Angell had not intended that Aboriginal children of white appearance, from decent and respectable homes, should be excluded.44 Several part-Aborigines who had been among the signatories were dismayed to find their children shut out along with the rest. A meeting of parents then requested the minister supplies. Many preferred to squat on the drier ground of the to w n 's outskirts, even if it m eant living in scrap iron hum pies and doing w ith o u t a w ater supply or sanitary service. It was here th a t I found D u tto n in 1957.
Wilcannia at th a t time still depended on the pastoral industry, and m ost of the inhabitants were directly engaged in it. No one was obvious ly w ealthy; the m ajority were w orking class. The m ain division in tow n followed racial lines. The Aborigines w ere pastoral w orkers too, m ostly unskilled and in such casual contract w ork as fencing and m ustering. A few were drovers, but m otor tra n sp o rta tio n had deprived the drovers of m uch of their w ork in this p art of the co u n try . A lthough young A bori gines affected the dress of the m ounted stockm an, few had m uch to do with horses. T he land rover had replaced the horse, and there was no scope for 'sm a rt' horsem en. I found it h ard to assess w ork opportunities. What v/as clear was th at m any A borigines, particularly adolescents, were not w orking for a considerable am ount o f the tim e. D uring the late 1960s, when the far w est was gripped by drought and the adolescent population had increased, there was no d o u b t about the lack o f w ork. Subsequently unem ploym ent has exceeded 70 per cent.
Black and w hite bought their food at the same stores. Their children attended the same schools. The Greek cafe was o pen to everyone. But Aborigines always sat down the front in the cinem a. T here was a separate lavatory for Aboriginal children in the S tate school and there was segre gation in the hospital. A few young Aborigines played in the football team , but they could n o t join the team for a beer a fte r the m atch because the law then forbade the supply of liq u o r to Aborigines. It was effective to the extent th a t it kept them ou t of the bars, b u t it did n o t prevent the back-door supply of cheap wine in large quantities. The police were never able to catch the suppliers, b u t th ey kept busy rounding up A bori gines for being drunk or in possession o f liquor. I have described else where the endless running b a ttle betw een Aborigines w ho were d e te r m ined to drink and the law whose reprisals set o ff renew ed defiance.4 9 It was a part of a general p a tte rn of police harassm ent. The police in addition to their norm al duties had to act on behalf of the Aborigines Welfare Board, issuing rations to the indigent, reporting on cases o f child neglect, enforcing school attendance, dunning defaulting husbands and fathers for m aintenance, pursuing vagrants and so on. I could not see the police records, b u t there was no question th at the Aborigines were their m ost regular custom ers. As o ften happens, constant interaction had pro duced a sardonic fam iliarity betw een the tw o, b u t it was the kind of fam iliarity which allowed the police to en ter Aboriginal homes u n cere m oniously or sit with their tru c k headlights shining on a group talking, for as long as th ey cared. all night with his stories, but he could make no impression on them. Children fell into uncontrollable giggles when he sang the old songs. I would have expected him to take consolation among the few survivors of his own generation, but he did not. He dismissed them, sometimes unjustly, as know-nothings. He resented any time I spent with them and would ask, sardonically, whether I had picked up anything good. Often, too, he would dismiss them as myalls -timorous, unsophisticated blackfellers, unable to stand up to white people. Possibly, having at last found white people who would actively seek him out and provide an apprecia tive audience, he feared rivals. He relished the status of expert, frequent ly rounding off a recording with a remark like, 'Now if there's anyone who knows more stories than me, he's a good man'. Many Aborigines have the notion that anthropologists exploit their old people, extracting their lore for a few packets of tobacco and selling it to the newspapers for large sums. The notion is exaggerated, if it is not quite false. I gave George something when I could, more by way of a gift than as payment. He never asked for money except once when he was in trouble, and somehow a gift seemed a more appropriate expression of appreciation for his 'helping' me. Yet there were times when I won dered whether I was exploiting our friendship. I was reassured when, fairly late in our acquaintance, he told me how a white man, seeing us in the bar together, had suggested he was taking me for a few quid by spinning tall stories. 'You know', he said, 'they don't understand what we're doing'. He had a mission to get his knowledge recorded. When he was dictating something he considered important, the sense of urgency and authority was unmistakable.
What Dutton considered important were certain rituals and myths. They were always connected in some way with the country. He had no interest in yams about rainbow serpents and hairy men which the other old people told. There was no strain of speculation or mysticism. His delivery was matter-of-fact and his approach dogmatic. (An example of D utton's narrative style appears in Appendix 2). All the same, he did not lack feeling for sacred places. He adamandy refused to camp overnight at Mootwingie and prevented his son and me from finding the rock engrav ings there. Discussing his nominal conversion to Catholicism, Dutton said he 'squared it' with certain myths, but he attempted no syncretism. He was unimpressed by the attempts of his cousin, Walter Newton, to inte grate the whole corpus of myths and restate them in terms of a battle between good and evil.51 Of Catholic beliefs he remarked: 'Of course, a man can't be sure; it's only what you hear'. In one letter he wrote to tell me of the rumour that the people of another setdement had 'turned Christians':
There is one bloke got bit by a snake down there. Well the first thing he done was pull out his Bible and started to read. At that the snake started to cough and the bite did not affect the man. Then there was an old lady looking after a child and didn't have any milk to give the child so she looked around and there upon the table stood a tin of milk... . Well old pal, if they don't hit the Lunatic Asylum shortly I don't know nothing. I don't think the God done anything for me. He seemed to have no such scepticism about 'the dark people's stories'.
Whatever the old ways meant to him, Dutton clearly had an acute sense of cultural deprivation in the modem setting. Around 1927, when the old order was dying, he had been baptised into the Roman Catholic church, perhaps as a substitute. T like their way. Hymns were like the mura and the guluwiru was like God. I squared it up with the story of Crow and Eaglehawk...'.5 2 Despite his scepticism, he liked attending Mass. But he never went near the church in Wilcannia. He objected to the way the priest 'wanted to boss the dark people around'. Referring to the priest's attempt to check drunkenness, he tartly remarked that the man drank himself. In search of cultural variety he turned to the 'Ghans' and Chinese and, as they disappeared, the Greeks. He had found his way to the Greek Club in Broken Hill and loved to hear strange languages and customs discussed. But in Wilcannia he found life empty and featureless. His own people lived without order or meaning. Discuss ing the old ways, one night, he said:
The dark people take no interest in it, don't want to learn. And a lot of the dark people round this part of the country, Jerry, between you and I, they don't know what they are. They don't know whether they're gilbara or magwara [the moieties], you understand what I mean? That's how they come to marry into one another, but they don't know. All they know is how to read a comic. [At this point his son interjected, "Can you read a comic?", but the old man brushed aside this jibe.] And furthermore, they don't know anything about it, they can't tell you. They go down to the picture show and have a look at the picture. Tomorrow you ask them what did they see? They couldn't tell you the story, what it was or anything, nothing. One of his contemporaries had put it even more succinctly: 'They know nothing and they don't talk about anything'.
The reader may find a certain irony in an Aboriginal turning to white people to preserve the culture which his own people were rejecting. He knew well enough what the early settlers had done and the effects of white contact. Discussing a massacre near Wilcannia, he said: '... those poor fellers didn't know anything. They fired into 'em. They tried to get away but they couldn't. Just for nothing. Raped the bloody women, one thing and another, rode 'em and shot 'em as well. All for nothing'. He had heard of similar shootings round Tibooburra and Cobham Lake. I asked him if the settlers had used poisoned flour. 'Oh yes, round Coongee Lake, there's bloody thousands died there. Paddy-paddy water hole... . There might have been a bit of bloody spearing, and they had to defend their bloody selves, but no need for 'em to go on that far. They only had to shoot one or two and scare 'em. But they shot the whole bloody camp'.
In these last few sentences is evidence of the accommodation which had already set in when Dutton wras bom, not a sullen accommodation to superior force, but a recognition that the settlers 'had to defend themselves...'. At another time he remarked:
It's not so bad that the whitefeller came, but it spoiled the people. It made 'em ashamed to talk their own lingo, and marry7 wrong. They don't learn from the old people; can't talk their own lingo. Some of them can't even ask for a bit of bread or meat. They were better off in the old days, camped on their own, working on stations. They always had a bit of money. They knew who their aunties and cousins were. Now they got educated they think they're better than other people. They're always telling lies. Even in this, he laid part of the blame on his own people: 'There was too much boning and poisoning'. And explaining the disappearance of clever men, he said 'The grog settled it'. Dutton, then, was not harking back to some golden age of tribalism which he never experienced, but to the time of the big pastoral holdings, a period of accommodation to white settlement in which his people still retained their own social order and cultural resources. Now the Aborigines had abandoned their identity only to find themselves in the position of delinquents and outcasts in Australian society. In 1914, when he volunteered for the army, there seemed to be a place for men like himself. In 1957 he said: These darkies have got no right to go fighting for the whites that stole their country. Now they won't let 'em into the hotel. They've got to gulp down plonk in the piss house'.
His view of life may have been soured by the sickness and family troubles that increasingly beset him. His wife had gone insane. His eldest son died suddenly, following an encounter with the police, and the old man spent all his savings bringing the body back to Wilcannia. It was the only time he asked me for money. Cataract was destroying his sight and he suffered from chronic bronchitis that several times turned to pneumonia. In the last years infirmity confined him to the settlement, where the only visitors were the police, no friends of the Dutton family.
Strangely, in the last year of his life he was able to re-establish contact with some of his old friends in South Australia. Luise Hercus, while working in Marree and Port Augusta, recorded a number of messages for him, recording his reply when she visited Wilcannia. She played him a Southern Aranda man singing the Urumbula (native cat) cycle, which George had learned at New Well-Between verses, the singer said, 'Tom Bagot singing now. The Urumbula. You remember, George?' George replied, 'Well Tom, it's a long time since I left New Well, and the time we had the Wandji-wandji corroboree, you remember that? You was a smart man and I was a smart man... . I hear a lot of them went out to it, a lot of the people. That's one of my songs now, Tom, but I am getting veryr short-winded now'.
He also heard the voice of Andrew Davis, the Banggala-Gugada man who had been his sponsor in the wiljaru. Davis, with Tom Bagot, sang part of the Wandji-wandji cycle. 'That's the Wandji-wandji. George Dutton knows it. I put him through it. He knows. You get a big hiding in that corroboree, you have a rough time in that corroboree...'. George replied: 'Well Tom, I 'm really glad you and Andrew Davis singing that Wandji-wandji corroboree and I am very glad to hear yous. I can't sing a song for you just now, but I 'm very sorry to hear that Tom Marsh [a southern Aranda] went off. Well, some day we might meet againcourse I'm crippled now, old fellows. Well, I'll say goodbye to you once more, Tom, Andrew'. 5 0
The European settlement of the far west brought about the cultural as well as material dispossession of the Aborigines. D utton, however, grew up in a period of temporary respite, with his people continuing to regulate marriage, initiate young men and perform rituals, under con ditions of cultural dualism. The settlers were now secure in their possess ion of the land, but still dependent on a reserve of cheap black labour. The stations of the 'Comer' region were big enough to support small Aboriginal communities, which served as the knots of the social and ceremonial network. The missionaries and school teachers who were suppressing traditional activities elsewhere had not yet reached the far west, and the pastoralists did not care. If anything they stood to gain, for the cultural difference facilitated the economic exploitation of black men and the sexual exploitation of black women. However, cultural difference did not mean an insurmountable social barrier. Some Abori gines, particularly half castes, were able to enter the ranks of the drovers and shearers and become 'smart men'. Nor did this require a drastic change in their identity, for in the fluid conditions of the frontier, work was the primary mode of identification, and the society made few other demands.
Dutton travelled both as a drover and as an Aboriginal. The country provided the unifying ground for this dual life, but the two perceptions of it were distinct and unassimilable. For the Aboriginal the land was an artefact that had taken final form through the deeds of mythical heroes: songs and ceremonies celebrated their deeds and gave renewed particular-ity to places. The European's purpose was to change the country, which he saw as virgin: it was an economic resource, to be measured and boun ded, but as yet outside the sphere of human action and meaning. His equipment for giving particularity to place was of the most rudimentary kind; often he took a native name that meant little or nothing to him. This dissociation5 3 of the two worlds gave Aborigines a defence in their accommodation to conquest. While accepting as they must the white man's law, they could also plead their continuing need for blackfellow law. Maddock has explained such two-law thinking among Nor thern Territory Aborigines as assertion of 'human equality and cultural value and of the need to remain in touch with one's past if one is to remain truly human '.54 By the time Dutton reached maturity, the dual order was disintegrat ing. As Aboriginal life failed he tried to extend his foothold in the European sector, only to find that this too was changing. The depressed townships of the 'Comer', that had now become the centres of Abori ginal life, placed demands that many -the Duttons among them -could not meet. Officialdom moved in, and they began their descent into economic and social marginality, their only defence a self-destructive defiance.
Under these conditions, cultural dualism meant nothing. But with the arrival of anthropologists D utton once again could proclaim its validity. He was not primarily interested in serving as informant: strings of seemingly unconnected questions exasperated him. He had his own message and his own way of communicating it. In showing us the coun try he was telling us who he was, and what his rightful place was in it. 
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APPENDIX 2 The bronze-wing pigeon, told by George Dutton
One time when the old pigeon came down -the madi they call him, but he was a man then -he came down all the way from the Bulloo right away down to Mt Brown. He camped there and he come over to Mt Pool. There was a big mob of people camped there, all mixed. Then a kid said: "Who is that skinny looking man?" (He was talking Wonggu-
